The World of Saint Dominic and the World of Today by Bonaparte, Charles J.
Providence College
DigitalCommons@Providence
Historical Catholic and Dominican Documents Special Collections
11-19-1916
The World of Saint Dominic and the World of
Today
Charles J. Bonaparte
Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.providence.edu/catholic_documents
Part of the Christian Denominations and Sects Commons, Christianity Commons, and the
Religious Thought, Theology and Philosophy of Religion Commons
This Book is brought to you for free and open access by the Special Collections at DigitalCommons@Providence. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Historical Catholic and Dominican Documents by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@Providence. For more information, please
contact mcaprio1@providence.edu.
Recommended Citation
Bonaparte, Charles J., "The World of Saint Dominic and the World of Today" (1916). Historical Catholic and Dominican Documents.
Book 6.
http://digitalcommons.providence.edu/catholic_documents/6
AND THE 
ORLD OF ODAY 
An Address delivered on the Seven Hundredth Anniversary 
of the Approval of the Order of Friars Preachers 
by the Apostolic See, Sunday, November 
. . 
19th, 1916, at Washington, D. C .
BY 
CHARLES J. BONAPARTE. 
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Venerated Prelates, Revered Fathers, Ladies ~and Gentle-
men: 
If the great and good man, the cro\;vning work of whose 
saintly and wonderfully useful life \iVe commemorate today, 
could come back to our Earth and stand in the flesh in our 
midst, what would he think of the world around him? How 
\iVell or ill would it ren1ind him of the world he left in 1221? 
How far, if at all, would he deem the men and \iVOmen he 
n1ight see about him changed from the men and women to 
vvhom he preached and ministered, or human life in the 
'fwentieth Century different from the human life he strove 
to enlighten, elevate and sanctify in the Thirteenth? 
Doubtless if we are guided in our judgment by mere ex-
ternals, if we gaze only on the surface and care not to 
pry below, the change is great and striking; nowadays it 
demands a strong effort of the imagination to picture to our 
minds the civilized \iVOrld as it was in the days of Dotninic. 
In the first place, it \Vas a far smaller \iVOrld than that we 
know : it was~ made up of Europe, of, perhap , the half of 
Asia and of less than one-fourth of ... frica. Such vast coun-
tries as China, Japan, Siberia and the further Indies \iVere: 
indeed, believed to exist, but the fe\iV facts known of them 
vvere so overlain -vvith myth and fable that they vvere hardly 
more real than Atlantis , or the Garden of the Hesperides or 
the I sles of the Blessod. All Central and Southern A frica 
\Vas thought of as a waste of burning sands, tenanted by 
frightful monsters ; North and South America and the great 
islands of Australasia were unheard and undreamed of; the 
.l-\tlantic was an unexplored desert of water; of the Pacific 
m en kne\v less than we know, or some of us think they 
kno\v, about the Canals of lVIars. To a man of the Thir-
teenth Century the civilized world of today \iVOUld probably 
seen1 as n1uch expanded as might seem to one of us the 
• 
civilized \;vorld of 2600, if he should then come back to 
.. 
find that the hun1an race had reached and becon1e dominant 
in tvvo or three of our sister planets. 
' 
But there \tVere many other differences. . The men of 
1200 used no tobacco, nor teaJ nor coffee, nor chocolate, nQ~A 
potatoes, nor Indian corn; they had Thanksgiving Days, but 
they ate no turkey, for turkeys '"'ere then unkno\iVn. So 
-vvere auton1obiles and motor-cycles and telephones and tele-
graphs, \iVith or without wires, and aeroplanes and airships 
and even our old-fashioned balloons. So were submarines, 
\iVhether for warfare or comn1erce, and steamships of every 
kind, and railroads and t rolleys, and all the numberless prac-
tical uses of steam and electricity to serve human needs. So 
was coal, of. every kind except charcoal; so \vere illuminat-· 
ing gases; so were all for1ns of electrical or chemical lights; 
• 
so -vvas photography in every shape. lVIost important, per-
~ 
haps, of all \;vas the non-existence of the printing press, and 
therefore of printed books and magazines and ne,;vspapers: 
contemporaries of Saint Don1inic, could they have fore -
seen the future, n1ight well have envied us many things, but 
must have rejoiced to think they had no cause to dread 
the intervie\i\Ter or the book-agent. They had some knowl-
edge of medicine and astronomy and \i\Tere acquainted with 
certain phenon1ena of chemistry and physics; but they had 
never heard of tnicrobes or bacteria, of atoms or~ molecules 
(at least in our sense of the \vords), of the Copernican sys-
ten1 or the discoveries of N evvton. Spoons were employed on 
great occasions, but the only forks they used vvere the five 
pronged and flexible ones supplied them by nature. Cotton, 
although very little used, vvas not unknovvn, and the ex-
plosive properties of gunpO\iVder n1ay have been discovered; 
~ut even the old time black powder was certainly not then 
employed for military purposes and all the in1mense possi·-
bilities of higher explosives \vere shrouded in the mists of 
. 
futttrity. The art of vvar was held in high repute, but n1en 
had not yet learned to kill each other with poisonous gases, 
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or to drop bombs from the sky on sleeping households, or 
to destroy ships of all kinds with under-sea infernal ma-
chines. In the physical features of his life, in his knowledge 
of and co1nmand over the powers of nature, the man of 
today is, or seems, very different from the n1an of seven 
centuries ago. 
But -vve may safely conjecture that Saint Dominic, were 
he with us, would not rest satisfied with -externals or even 
greatly care for changes in man's relations to the facts and 
forces of nature. He would ask wh.ether the man of today 
knew n1ore than his brother of seven hundred years ago 
about his o-vvn nature and destiny; whether he knew more 
as to the existence, the attributes and the purposes of an 
i\ lmighty and Eternal Creator and ·Ruler of the Universe; 
whether he could better picture to his mind and conceive 
as possibilities eternity of Tin1e and infinity of Space; and, 
if he could not, vvhether he had learned when Time began 
and when it would end and what vvent before or would 
con1e after it, and \¥hat ever was or could be beyond the 
outermost limits of Space, if this \ivere not more Space. And 
it may well be that Don1inic would be less interested in what 
we know than in what we are. Do we better love justice 
and n1ore cordially hate iniquity than did good men in his 
day? r-\re we more nearly our own masters, able to resist 
vYith greater ease and more reasonable confidence the 
pro1nptings of our lower nature at the call of duty, and 
n1ore rea"dily to subject our passions and our weakness to our 
\¥111? In brief, has all that we have learned during these 
. 
seven hundred years made us stronger, \Viser, braver, bet-
ter men? 
Son1e five hundred years before Do1ninic, in Saxon 
England, human life, as known to human senses and human 
reason, \;vas compared to the flitting of a bird through one 
• 
and out of another of the windows (then unglazed) of a 
. 
banquet-hall a n1ere n1o1nent of conscious, visible exist-
ence, preceded and follovved by eternities of nothingness. 
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Religion and philosophy struggle today, as they have ever 
struggled, to follo\v the bird in its further flight. In deal-
ing with this problem, we have now, as men have always 
had, counsels of indifference, which are really counsels of 
despair. "Eat, drink and be merry: tomorro\v ye shall die." 
"Be not righteous overrnuch." "As the beast dies, so also 
dies man." These precepts logically imply that the bird 
ceases to be when it ceases to be seen, and that its course 
during the bare instant of its fluttering through the hall, 
after all, makes too little difference to anybody or any thing 
to be worthy of a wise man's anx ious thought. H ere and 
today the human mind revolts, as it has always and every-
\vhere revolted, against this theory of our life's infinitesi-· 
mal brevity and inherent insignificance; men cry out, with 
our own American poet : 
"Life is realJ life is ea1"nest /J 
"And the grave is not its goal:" 
" 'Dust thou art, to dust returnest,' " 
"Was not spoken of the soul!" 
Finally, we have in our midst sotne, even many, who can 
only gaze wistfully and sorro\vfully into the gloom which 
engulfs the bird as it fades fron1 their sight, and murmur 
the prayer attributed to a dying German soldier in the war 
of 1870: "0 God (if there be a God) ! Save rny soul ( if 
I have a soul ) !" 
Moreover, every thoughtful man feels today, a,s 
thoughtful men have felt in all ages, that, in his nature, 
there is a sort of moral locomotor ataxia; that he is not 
• • • 
fully and always his own master; that he sometimes, even 
often, 
"Does the wrong he would not do," 
"And shuns the right he would pursue;" 
and now, as ever before, he feels this subserviency of his 
reason and conscience to his frail ties and his passions to be 
well called by Calvin "a miserable bondage," whatever he 
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· may think of Calvin's theories as to its origin and nature. 
l\!Ien of our tin1e call for delievery ft~om this bondage no 
less loudly and insistently than they call for delivery from 
the agony of doubt and uncertainty as to the riddle of im-
mortality, or than they have, in all times and all lands, 
called for delievery fron1 both; they ask no\v, as they asked 
seven hundred and nineteen hundred years ago: "What 
n1ust we do to be saved?" And to this momentous ques-
tion, many false answers, as well as one true one, are made 
now and here, as they have been before and elsewhere. 
All these things would seem to Saint Dominic strangely 
and significantly familiar: he would find our \iVOrld strug-
gling with the same doubts and perils and perplexities and 
evils which assailed the men with whom he lived; he would 
find in us precisely the same fatal infirmities of heart and 
n1ind and sense, the san1e instinctive longing to do right 
overn1astered by the same inveterate proneness to do wrong, 
vvhich \vere stumbling blocks to salvation in the days of 
his ministry. Indeed, I am tempted to believe that he 
would feel, in an especial sense, at home in our time and in 
. 
our country; for, to my mind, he would find in some of 
those ravening wolves in sheep's clothing abounding among 
us much to remind him of the teachers of fal se doctrine 
and guides in the paths of spiritual danger and death against 
\vhom it was his allotted duty to contend. 
Fonnerly, even as lately as n1y O\Vn youth, the so-
called "Catharists" of his day (generally, but erroneously 
known as "Albigenses") received much unmerited sympathy 
by reason of the belief that they were, in some sort, pre-
Reformation Protestants . \i\Tithout presuming to speak 
with any authority on an obscure and intricate subject, as 
to which I knO\iV very little, I believe I voice the present 
opinion of all competent and fair-minded scholars in saying 
that, under a thin veneer of Christian nomenclature, and 
notwithstanding their use of certain rites more or less re-
sembling in form so1ne of those of the Catholic Church, 
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their religion vvas not really Christian at all, ·but; in its 
essence, a revived and, in som~ respects, a degenerate Mani-
chaeanism. However this may be, the resemblance between 
the undoubted division of the l\!Ianichaeans into electi and 
auditores) and the no less undoubted division of the C.ath-
arists into perfecti and credentes seen1s too striking to be 
fortuitous. · 
A few words may be here appropriate as to the charac-
ter and ethical effect of this division in the latter case. The 
perfec'ti were practically all old men · (occasionally, . but 
rarely, women) of exceptional zeal and energy, vvho lived in 
absolute poverty and th~ strictest celibacy and practised a 
severe asceticism, with 1nany fasts and careful limitations 
of diet at all times. They were admitted through a rigorous 
novitiate, were instructed in all the doctrines of the sect and 
were expected and believed by the credentes to observe to 
the letter all of its moral precepts. The C'redentes, who 
made up .at lea~t ninety-nine per centunt of the entire sect, 
vvere taught but little <?f its doctrines and were, in fact, 
freed, not · o!lly from its peculiar discipline, but. from all 
n1oral restraints whatever, since their conduct was held to 
be altogether \vithout effect on their prospects of salvation. 
tfhey could not even pray, for their Deity would listen only 
to the prayer of a perfectus: they could, however, ask a 
perfectus to pray for then1·, and thus only might obtain the 
grace to become, in time, perfecti themselves. l\1eantime, 
however, they were assured of ultimate salvation, if they 
professed implicit faith in the teaching of the perfecti and 
promised, with sincerity, from time to time, to become a 
perfectus) if possible, before death, a pron1ise vvhich, in the 
great rnajority of cases, if fulfilled at all, was fulfilled in · 
extren~tis. It was in novvise forbidden for · a credens to con-
fortn outwardly to the precepts of the Catholic Church (an-
other . poirit of resetnblance to the Manichaean audit ores) .• 
or, ind~ed, to practice any other form of deception: the 
perfecti) on the other hand, were pitiless critics · of eccles-
8 
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iastical abuses and sought to gain influence and spread their 
doctrines by dwelling upon the supposed contrast between 
their own apparently austere lives and the laxity of disci-
pline, and even of tnorals, ,;vith which they habitually 
charged the secular clergy of the time in Provence. 
I strongly suspect that Saint Dominic would be im-
pressed with the prevalence among us of a type of credens 
bearing a close family resemblance to the one he knew: 
that is to say, a man who conforms to religious usages, at 
least when these are not onerous, who contributes in money, 
son1etin1es liberally; to religious enterprises and for re-
ligious purposes, and vvho deems him. elf thereby about as 
fully released. as any C1'edens could have held hin1self from 
the inconvenient restraints of Christian morality. JVIore-
over, the Saint might \vell note in An1erican .society of 
today some at least of those fruits of econo1nic prosperity 
and moral decay which marked the Provencal society of his 
day. The inhabitants of Southeastern Gaul had grovvn 
rich and luxurious, had developed n1arked ability in n1aking 
and in spending money, \vere averse to self-restraint and 
self-sacrifice, and called their softness and craving for gain 
and for an1usement and love of profit and of pleasure "civi-
1iza6on" and "enlightenment:" is this a ,;vholly unfaithful 
picture of our O\iVn people today? 
A mon1ent of further thought to thjs compari. on and 
I have done. It is easy to see why the Catharist tenets 
should have spread rapidly an1id such a people and espe-
cially atnicl the li centious feudal nobles who then ruled the 
country: they becan1e credentes in tnultitudes, sometimes 
openly, n1ore frequently ~rithout formally disowning the .., 
Church, and, although great preachers were sent by Ron1e 
to combat the false doctrines, their vvork was impeded at 
every turn by the local aristocracy. At last the brutal 
n1urder of a Papal Legate convinced the I-Ioly See that ·this 
spreading danger to the faith and rnorals of the world could 
be stamped out only by the strong hand, and ~ crusade vvas 
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finally preached against these misbelievers. It now appeared 
that, in the words of Macaulay:, 
"The ingenious and polished inhabitants of the 
Languedocian provinces were far better qualified to 
enrich and embellish their country than to defend 
it. * * * * * They wanted that iron courage, and 
that skill in martial exercises, \iVhich distinguished the 
chivalry of the region beyond the Loire, a·nd were 
ill-fitted to face enemies who, in every country from 
Ireland to Palestine, had been victorious against ten-
£ old odds." 
Dotninic witnessed the war: he is even said to have been 
reproached by some "Pacificists" of the day among the 
vanquished with having prayed for victory to the Crusaders 
at the battle of Muret. He might hear rnuch in our day and 
country to recall these reproaches to his mind, but we can 
more profitably think of the \iVar's lesson for us, especially 
at this critical tin1e. Napoleon I said, in effect, that, in 
promoting military strength, moral forces are to physical 
~as three to one. 'rhe "iron courage" of those warriors of 
the Cross, \iVhereof Macaulay speaks, swept away their 
enemies like chaff before the wind, because it was nourished 
and inflamed by worthier beliefs, by nobler sentiments, by 
truer and sounder principles of life, thought and action than 
the gilded moral rottenness to which it was opposed. The 
tvvo great virtues of military men, self-sacrifice and obedi-
ence, must be taught at the mother's knee and at the home 
fireside, if they are to be safeguards for national life and 
honor vvhen it may please Almighty God to try a country's 
worth by a storm of steel and flame, of conflict and devasta-
tion. The Christian faith vvhich Dominic preached, the 
heroic virtues which he practised, the unquestioning self-
. abnegation which he enjoined on his followers, these things 
are a form of preparedness for national peril which will not, 
indeed, rnake needless material provision for de£ ence, but 
n1ust be furnished to render the amplest provision useful. 
, 
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